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War and Colonial Identity: The Poetic Response
Abstract
For a country spared the ravages of major wars, at least until the twentieth century, Australian creative
works preceding federation exhibit a striking concern with martial prowess and the reality or possibility of
physical conflict. 131oody encounters with blacks, convicts and bush-rangers frequently provide novelists
with dramatic climaxes. Images of the settler literally battling natural d1sasters such as floods and fires.
or of the man on horseback performing heroic deeds are iterated in the verse, while such scenes
dominate the sprawling historical canvases of the period. Moreover, the spectre of armed struggle
appears repeatedly in the political literature of the colonies, either as an Old World horror to be avoided or
as a sacrifice willingly accepted for a free and democratic society. Henry Lawson for instance, at the turn
of the century, evoked the famous patriot-image of blood staining the wattle, much as forty years before
similar concepts occurred in the verse of currency lads like Charles Harpur who, in the space of a single
poem, could oscillate violently between admonitions to ' spare to use the murderous gun, - /Nor meddle
with the sword' and the ringing call of 'on, ye Red Republicans, /To Freedom or to Death'.1
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MICHAEL ACKLAND

War and Colonial Identity: The
Poetic Response
For a country spared the ravages of major wars, at least until the
twentieth century, Australian creative works preceding federation
exhibit a striking concern with martial prowess and the reality or
possibility of physical conflict. 131oody encounters with blacks, convicts
and bush-rangers frequently provide novelists with dramatic climaxes.
Images of the settler literally battling natural d1sasters such as floods
and fires. or of the man on horseback performing heroic deeds are
iterated in the verse, while such scenes dominate the sprawling
histoncal canvases of the period. Moreover, the spectre of armed
struggle appears repeatedly in the political literature of the colonies,
either as an Old World horror to be avoided or as a sacrifice willingly
accepted for a free and democratic society. Henry Lawson for instance,
at the turn of the century, evoked the famous patriot-image of blood
staining the wattle, much as forty years before similar concepts
occurred in the verse of currency lads like Charles Harpur who, in the
space of a single poem, could oscillate violently between admonitions to
' spare to use the murderous gun, - /Nor meddle with the sword' and
the ringmg call of 'on, ye Red Republicans, rro Freedom or to Death' . 1
Seen in context, this stress on warfare and its varied literary
manifestations are grounded in discernible traditions and local
aspirations. In what follows, I wish to explore the origi ns of these
martial concerns, to outline bnefly the received patterns of creative
response to war available in the colonies and, finally, to illustrate in the
works of Charles Harpur their specific adaptation to evolving conditions
in the New World.
The reasons for the prevalence of martial imagery are at once cultural
and political. War, from antiqUity on, has appeared in Western
literature and art as an ultimate determinant of the destiny of individual
and country. The epic, grounded on Homeric and Virgilian precedent,
confirmed warrior-spirit and proven generalship as signs of he roic
election. Achilles and Hector, Odysseus and Aeneas, Orlando and
Roland, are not simply great warriors, but figures upon whose deeds
rest the ultimate weal or woe of a given kingdom. Though at times
flawed or subject to lapses of judgement or emotion, they are effectively

2

Michael Ackland

the standard-bearers of a people. Similarly, the corresponding preeminence enJoyed for centuries by historical painting in the visual arts
rested in no small measure on a preoccupation with patnotJC actions. Its
tmposing studies, whether drawn from the past as in Jacques-Louis
David's 'The Oath of the Horatii', or based on contemporary deeds like
Wolfe's storming of Quebec, could project a sense of national identity
and heroic sacrifice which transcended political divisions and kindled
patriotic ardour, as in David's canvas. There the orchestration of spare,
history-charged forms focuses on the soldier-arms of Rome's saviours,
which rise to an apex crowned by the swords of war: an tmage of
classical decorum but bloody consequence which found favour in the
salons of the anCJen regime, as well as m the coteries of the
Revolution .~ In l:.ngland, no le'is than 1n France, the closing decades of
the eighteenth century witnessed a resurgence of interest in the power
of art to shape a country's temper and, in a war-time atmosphere, to
provide the icons for renewed national fervour. 3 Related thoughts, in
turn, would inspire antipodean monuments to commanding figures and
explorers, as in the case of Burke and Wills, who were raised in stone
and verse into embkms of the heroic sacrifice demanded by an
untamed land .
The young Australian colonies inherited these cultural traditions,
together with the national hostilities and ideologtcal battles of the Old
World. Most obviously, the first settlement at Botany Bay, and even the
development of later penal outposts such as Norfolk Island, were in
part a result of the naval confrontation between l:.ngland and France,
first m the Great War for l:.mpire and ensuing American War of
Independence, and then during the Napoleonic period . The lost
expedition of La Perouse, sponsored by Louis XVI, also provided
subsequent French regimes with a plausible pretext for mounting
voyages to terra australis incognita, though military motives were not
absent from official thinking. Thus, while the Baudin expedition (18004) was primarily concerned with discoveries m the fields of sCience and
natural history, it received a more general brief of reconnaissance on
the newly implanted l:.nghsh settlements in New South Wales and Van
Dieman's Land from the then ftrst Consul, Napoleon Bonaparte.
Resulting colonial perceptions of possible French incursiOns, no matter
how ill-founded, and of the need for Bntish naval power found early
expresSIOn 111 David Burn's plays Sydney Delivered and Our First
Ueutenant (1845). Simdar contemporary fears are echoed almost twenty
years after in Kendall's 'Australian Volunteer Song' that a 'prowling,
plundenng stranger pounce upon you whilst you sleep!'. Now,
however, the sense of a common coloma! identity is stronger, and with
it an emphasis on self-help against aggression which looks forward to
the jingoistic, nationalist formulations of the 1890s:
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Should the cannon's iron rattle sound between these harbour doors
Ye (Fathers of an mfant nation) must wage and win the battle, in your JUSt and
nght~ous cause 4

Colonization was also dependent on and accompanied by war-like acts,
whtch evoked a variety of literary responses. The early governors and
explorers were professwnal soldiers, and their charter bore marked
resemblance to a military campaign. Theirs was the textbook task of
sustaining mvading forces in a hostile environment. And once the
logistical problems arising from over-extended lines of communication
and supply were overcome, they still had to maintain d iscip line wi thin
their own refractory ranks, as well as to subjugate the potentially
dangerous convict and indigenous native populations: ideas which form
the backdrop to the personal dramas portrayed in Marcus Clarke's For
the lerm ol hi.~ Natural Lile and James l ucker's Ralph Rashleigh.
Surviving buildings from the penal period support these fictiona l
accounts of existence lived on a war-footing. This goes beyond military
compounds and prisons to permeate details of private life. The
governor's kitchen at Norfolk Island, for instance, is dominated by a
walled-in catwalk. This was used by armed sentinels whose task it was
to keep in check the convict scullions employed below with knives and
hatchets, in a dramatic confrontation between repression and hate.
l:.ven conventional symbols of advancing empire, such as public works,
often bore the unmistakable marks of these hostilities, like the
notonous Bloody Bridge at Norfolk Island.' Similarly, increasing
acreage under cultivation was bought at a high cost of native lives.
Harpur makes this clear in his poem and accompanying note on 'An
Aboriginal Mother's Lament', where he shows his abhorrence of the
Myall massacres (pp. 368-70); and the theme of mdigenous losses
inspired such notable works as Kendall's 'The Last of His Tribe' and
Eliza Hamilton Dunlop's 'The Aboriginal Mother'. In short, as !an
Turner reminds us, 'the conquest of the land had been a half century of
violence'.~> The colonies then, conceived as a resu lt of conflicts, and
raised from infancy by a military establishment, afforded the
paradoxical picture of peace rocked in the arms of war: a tension
denoted most frequently in -.,ubsequent literature in terms of an
opposition between Old World attitudes or failings and New World
aspirations.
Another major though unremarked influence on Australian martia l
depictions m the first half of the nineteenth-century and beyond was
English Romantic poetry. Whereas popular colonial verse tended
simply to transpose traditional warrior values to a bush setting, more
ambitious works u<;ed physical conflict to explore metaphysical and
psychological issues in ways which reveal direct links with Romantic
precursors. For the latter, armed conflict was generally regarded at best
as a problematical undertaking, at worst as self-destructive and
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essentially reactionary in its conseque nces. When viewed positive ly, it
was associated wtth revolutionary liberation and a Republican credo.
Blake for ms tance, in his poems The French Revolution and America, a
Prophecy, presented with apparent approval the unleashed forces of
humanity tearing down the Bastille, emancipating the American
colonies, and sending ruinous tre mors through the British parliament,
while Coleridge and Wordsworth could celebrate the imme nse promise
evoked by revolutionary France. This early surge of optimism,
however, was largely e ither annulled or re-channe lled in the course of
the 1790s. With the outbreak of the Terror, the carnage caused by the
armies o f the Directory, and Napoleon's re-establishment of the
monarchy, hopes of human advancement seem ed dashed , and war
assumed terrifying and protracted forms:
The hand of Vengeance found the Bed
To which the Purple Tyrant fled
fhe iron ha nd cru shd IsKI the I vran t's head
And became a I vrant 111 h1s ~lead -

Thts cumulative thwarting of revolutionary goals in the political sphere,
it is agreed, contributed to a changing conception of literature .x Art in
general came to be viewed as a potential sanctuary for true human
values and as a vehicle for spiritual regeneration . Wordsworth extols
these merits in his celebrated Preface to Lyrical Ballads, while the links
between war-time experie nce and a new aesthe tic emerge clearly in
Blake's succi nct formulation: ' Art Degraded, Imagination Denied, War
Governed the Nations' (p . 471). These programmatic statements a t the
turn of the century are complemente d by an internaliza tion of the site
of heroic deed s in the epic, and by a changing moral emphasis. Blake is
representative in disavowing his early advocacy of unrestrained energy
in favour of an equally radical but a ntithetical doctrine of selfannihilation. Similarly, Word sworth concentrates attention on the
growth and liberating pote ntial of the mind, and She lley makes his
standard-bearer of humanity a regenera ted titan who, eschewing
violence and reve nge, red eem s the natural and social worlds through
a n individual spiritual triumph . In general, traditional portrayals of
warring armies and battle landscapes are suppla nted by the dramatic
clash of inner forces or antagonists. Personal self-conquest, rather than
blood y victory, is seen increasingly as the key to social renovation, in a
paradigmatic displaceme nt of Romantic idealism from the general to the
particular which would re-emerge on the great austral continent.
With fe w exception s, colonial literary presenta tions of martial
activities have clear English antecedents. The scenes of battle and the
actual p ersonae may vary, but the values they convey remain largely
constant. The landscape of war and romance, with its atte ndant frays
and noble virtues, could be readily tra nsplanted to the wild and
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untamed surroundings of the antipodes, as Henry Kingsley early
demonstrated in The Recollections of Ceoffry Ham!yn (1859). His brave,
self-reliant settlers form a natural warrior caste, while their young
sc1on, Sam Buckley, has all the accoutrements of the epic hero: youth,
good looks, courage and mastery of arms. The latter qualities are
affirmed in the heat of battle against worthy outlaw protagonists, who
meet their destined end in the clash of horses and steel. Similarly, the
celebrations of empire by Tennyson and the mid-Victorians found a
host of faithful imitators, and the writings of the Romantic afforded an
ongoing and influential resource. 9 Charles llarpur, for instance, clearly
assumes reader-familiarity with their works when he remarks that 'the
animal force and feeling of Byron, with the mental sensuousness of
Keats, the moral depth of Wordsworth, and the gorgeous ideality of
Shelley in equal proportions and intimately blended in the constitution
of one man, would create him, perhaps, a perfect Poet' (A89). 10
Moreover, the same note concludes with the wry question of whether
'a perfect Poet were a possible character' , thereby illustrating that
balance of respectful and independent judgement which typifies the
more noteworthy New World treatments in verse of mherited war
motifs.
Henry Kendall and Adam Lindsay Gordon provide contrasting
examples of how the heritage of martial depiction could be assimilated
to colonial concerns. Faced with crushing personal circumstances in the
late 1860s, Kendall produced a series of brilliant adaptations of biblical
and classical material which obliquely reflected his own growing sense
of impasse. 11 As in the mature works of the l:.nglish Romantic poets,
the Australian is less interested in warfare as an end in itself than as a
way of illuminating problematic existential issues. Works such as 'The
Voyage of Telegonus' , 'Ogyges' and 'King Saul at Gilboa' focus on
actual or potential leaders of nations, who trust in physical deeds only
to miscarry. Telegonus unwittingly kills the very object of his guest.
The once powerful, hunter-king Ogyges is a prey to impotent
deterioration, and Saul, defying prophetic warnings, seals his fate by
retaining at Amalek booty won by his sword. Collectively, they afford
an exemplary gallery of bold but doomed warrior figures whose heroic
efforts demonstrate the futility of human attempts to change individual
destiny . 12 Gordon, through his equestrian orientation, adapted war
motifs more specifically to Australian conditions. In his poetry, ability
to ride the wildest animals over demanding terrain becomes an implied
surrogate for martial exploits, and the stockman in extremis prov1des
the type of a conquering vanguard, whose concerted endeavours have
rendered the land tractable to European needs. Often his emphasis is
placed simply on heroic physical actions, though armed bravery, in
whatever period, can provide an indice of mankind ' s invincible spirit.
Achilles, with his daylight waning, dilates on life as ' this long blood-
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spilling/ ... this ceaseless strife', enacted according to 'Fate's d ecrees', 11
much as the apotheosis of Robert O' Hara Burke, a similar if less overtly
martial figure, is assured by h1s final gesture· ' With the pistol cle nched
m h1s failing hand, W1th the d eath mist spread o'er h1s fadmg eyes'
('Gone', p . 8). W1th life vu:wed as a battle 'agamst odd s' and as a
struggle ' up hill' (p. 9), bo th me n are presented affirmatively as
resolute fighters agamst adversity to the1r allotted ends.
In Gordon's verse, adherence to the warrior code can serve as a
touchstone of moral values. Though rarely concerned with the broade r
implications of bloodshed , he at times loca tes in physical deeds,
depende nt on individual choice, a de te rminant of damnation or
salvation . In th e verse drama A.shtaroth, the traditional Faustian theme
of the soul's ' doubtful fight' (p. 323) culminates in an ordeal of arms.
Hugo th e Norman d oes not directly choose God, but acts in accordance
with his knightly code. It is the repeated challenge to his courage which
moves him to seek a Christian death in battle against the Norsemen,
rather than short-term mortal safety with the devil. Yet there is no
doubting the spiritual repercussions of this martial decision. Hugo
himself remarks, ' My soul, tempest-toss'd , I Hath her Rubicon cross'd'
(p. 315). Although a self-professed sinner manifold (p. 297), his dea th
and that of his steed represent a n ultimate expiation m a world where
the warrior's true fight 1s synonym o us w1th the highest form of moral
e ndeavour. Mo re c;elf-consciously, Lancelot, in 'The Rhym e of Joyous
Garde', dilate s o n war-like deeds in a just cause as a m eans of resolving
spiritual and psychological dilemmas, and locates in Simon Peter the
prototype of the p eccant but faithful bearer of arms, whose smiting
'seem ' d good in Thy sight' (p. 170). A comparable th o ugh less exalted
role would have been his had he ' died as a Christian kmght- no saint
Per chance, yet a pardon'd sin ner ' (p . 163) in fighting infidels. Instead ,
he has live d to be disloyal to his !Jege and knig htly vows, the reby
forfeitmg both grace and the unqualified joy of battle:
Now I know full well that the fa1r spear shaft
Shall never gladden my hand, nor the haft
Of the good sword grow to my fingers;
Now the maddest fray, the merriest din,
Would fail to quicken this life-stream thin,
Yet the sleepy po 1son of that sweet sin
In the sluggish cu rre nt still lingers. (p. 166)

Rhetoric eclipses grim rea lity to suggest that death -d ealing warfare can
be life-kindling, while mte rchangeable epi thets like ' maddest' and
' me rriest' underscore the essentially amoral s tatus of these physical
acts. The1r worth d epends on the inte ntio ns, codes and values of the
participants, with war be ing presen ted as an inesca pable eleme nt of
life, and a s a p o te ntially unco mplicated acting out of duty. In such an
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unrelenting creation, where even God can be projected in warrior terms
('The Lord shall slay or the Lord shall save' ['Laudamus', p. 1881), open
courage provides a laudable 'TYPE OF OUR CHIVALRY' ('Ye Wearie
Wayfarer', p. 14) worthy of emulation, be 1t in the doomed explmts of
the Light Brigade or of Kmg Arthur's knights. The traditional notion of
humanity's JOurney through life is supplanted by that of the wamor's
ride: an exhilarating and heroically intensified metaphor with attendant
dangers and spills commensurate to existence envisaged in battle terms.
The most sustained and critical colonial treatment of the ethics of war
and v1olent, bloody deed::. appears in the writings of Charles Harpur.
The shedding of blood for Harpur, unlike for Gordon, was deeply
problematical. So, too, was the received equation of national
development with martial prowess, and h1s later works reveal the
familiar Romantic shift from engaged political writing to a preoccupation with internal warfare as a key to individual and social
progress. llarpur's presentation of war and its consequences in the
New World is informed by the two lodestars of his life, Christianity and
Republicanism. 14 For the currency lad, bloodshed was generally seen as
an affront to the primal tenet of 'Thou shalt not kill', as well as to the
saviour's reforming precepts of mercy and forgiveness, and was an act
fraught with dire consequences. In 'The Creek of the Four Graves', for
instance, the narrator links all mankind, from Adam down to Egremont
and the black inhabitants of terra australis, as joint destroyers of a
potentially paradisal setting:
0 C.od' and thus thr~ lovclv world hath been
Accur~ed for ever bv the bioody deeds
Of rts prrme Creature - Man 1-.rrrng or wrsc,
Savage or crvilised, sttll hath he made
I hts glonous residence, the Larth, a I Jell
Of wrong and robbery and untrmely death! (pp 171-72)1'

Although this passage and the action of the poem implicate both black
and white in fratricidal acts, usually the poet's attack on man's Cainlike 1mpulses is levelled specifically at Europeans, as in 'The Spectre of
the Cattle Flat' and 'The Slave's Story' Y' Their language, to expand
Harpur's implied critique of Egremont, contains a 'word for mercy'
(p.l69), and these supposedly Christian civilizations provide, through
their famed battles, hideously multiplied re-enactments of primal
slaughter, and confirmation of our fallen state. Thus in the poem
entitled 'War' (pp. 696-98), armed conflict is branded as 'disnatured'
and a 'national madness', warrior-conquerors and the 'great captains of
their age' are called 'murderer/sf 'who fail to 'honour God', and heroic
trad1t1on debunked as 'That national mischtc:'l[wh•chl is the epiC road
To nat10nal d1stmction'. ·1hese charges culmmate in the apocalyptic
image of a sea mcarnadine swallowing up all existence, 'Even as the
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landmarks of the earth were lost I In the blind growth of the prevailing
deluge!'. Here past and present, biblical and European history, are
linked by a common spiritual blindness which is translated into the
physical d eeds of war. Repeatedly in the Australian's works, the
unchecked sway of ruthless, violent instmcts lead s to the forfe1ting of
God's favour, and wreaks havoc in the unspoilt garden of the New
World .
Given Harpur' s insiste nce, in the words of his essay on war, that
'violence can but beget violence, as the tiger ca n only procreate its kind'
(C376), the only armed struggle the Australian sanchons IS that waged
in self-defence, and to protect the mnate and God-ordamed d emocratic
rights of mankind . Wars motivated by greed or the destre for power
and personal glory are anathema. O n these issues he is unrelenting.
fhey underhe h1s judge ments of h1ston ca l personage" and events, and
ex plam certain o f his appa re ntly contradictory statements. Fervent
support is given consistently to nationalist struggles for freed om
whe ther in Italy, Hungary, Poland or Ire land , as well as closer to home
by praising the leader of the Maori Independence fighters, John H eki .
Also he cites Washington, Te ll, Milton, Kossuth, Hampden and
Deniehy as patriots or Republican heroes and, on these same grounds,
responds with contempt to contemporary adulation of We llingto n, the
'great minion o f the crown'. Like Blake in similar anti-portraits of Pitt
and Nelson, Harpur characterizes this conquering he ro as ' the atheist I
Of a conventional and most earthy duty' ('Wellington', p . 716), and as
antithetical to all truly human and revolutionary values: knowing 'no
right, no wrong, No fa1th, no country, and no brotherhood' (p. 717)
So too, in ' A War Song for the Nmeteenth Century' the poet alternately
d e nies or affirms th e e fficacy of the sword, depending on whether he
e nvisages the triune idea l-. of 'Mercy, jus t1ce, Truth' as requiring the
support of 'armed right' , or cls conquenng 1deally through 'the artillery
of the inte llect
The thunde r of the mmd!' (p. 782). Armed stn.ggle
may be counte nanced in defence of Republican values; however,
Harpur's d e vout hope and Blakean preference is for the triumph of
mental over physical warfare. 1H
The crucial phase of Harpur' s thinking on war comes in the 1850s, a
period of intense national and 1deolog1cal cr1s1'i analogous to that of the
1790s in England.'" Again the 1mmediate catalyst ts revolution, this hme
the anti-monarch1cal upnsings throughout l::.urope in 1848, coupled
with intense political debate at home, centred on the proposed
constitution and social issues ranging from transportation and land
control through to sectarian and temperance interests. Harpur,
dismayed by local events such as the increasing ascendancy of
We ntworth's pastoralist fa ction, could describe himself by 1853 as a
'physical force revolutionist', and add a final stanza sanctioning bloody
' weal' to his 'War Song for the Nineteenth Century'. 'The best

War and Colonia/Identity: lhc Poetic Response

9

consecration of liberty', he maintained, 'is the blood of the patriot' .20
But this bellicosity proved to be intermittent and shortlived. His basic
aversiOn to violence was again in evidence by the outbreak of the
Crimean War, which he perceived as a furthering of reactionary goals
through the cynical exploitation of human valour. In a letter to the
editor of the People's Advocate in April 1855, he boldly attacks the
whole campaign as an aristocratic design 'to bolster up existing
interests', and asks pointedly 'in what way this war, undertaken to
uphold one despotism agamst another, is calculated to advance the true
liberties of europe, or benefit her suffering and downtrodden nationalities?' (C380). This note of pess1mism 1s even more marked in pnvate
utterances, where the polem1cal confidence of his public statements is
replaced by a sense of political frustration, as in the poem headed 'To
Myself June 1855'. There Harpur tries to dismiss the follies of 'this
Eastern War' as 'passing things', and to focus his thoughts on lasting
guarantees of national freedom, fearing that impediments to liberty:
tf pondered, can but hurt
The stratghtness of thy moral vtew,
And foul as with the Old World's d1rt
The virgin nature of the New . (p 728)

The Australian's final years are marked by increasing eschewal of direct
involvement in political issues and by concentration on poetry.
Repeatedly he railed bitterly against the 'sham age' in which he had
been forced to pass his days. This disenchantment was born of
frustration with his own arduous existence and with recent political
developments, which saw links confirmed between Britain and the
colonies under the aegis of responsible government, and the
replacement of radical ferment by parliamentary manoeuvring. By the
late 1850s 'republicamsm', as Normington-Rawling notes, 'was fading
out of practical politics' 21 The result was what Harpur dubbed 'a sham
Government', and scorn directed at 'sham friends' like Henry Parkes,
whom he accused of having 'done things that would have hanged an
honester and less subtle man'. 22 Increasingly Isolated by his views and
by h1s return to life on the land, Harpur became more disgruntled than
ever with turncoat politicians and the distinctly mammonite goals of his
contemporaries. The way was thus prepared for the familiar
displacement of idealism from the body politic to its individual
members, and for a corresponding shift of poetic focus. 23 When farm
duties and failing health allowed, Harpur directed his energies to verse
composition. This took two major forms: the constant reworking of
earlier poems with the intention of producing definitive texts for
eventual overseas publication, and the creation of his most ambitious
work, 'The Witch of Hebron', which is thematically related to 'The
Tower of the Dream' (1865). In these last poems of sweeping scope and
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universal matter, the locus of conflict is internalized, and the need for
self-conquest displaces, or becomes the prelude to, broader social
advance. In 'The Tower of the Dream' the main action takes place
within a tower symbolizing, at one level, the dreamer's selfhood. There
he is shown under the sway of either a libera ting intellectual ideal or a
violent counterforce, re presented by a visionary maiden or Shelleyean
epipsyche and by a dark, death-like persona. Respectively they mediate
the paradisal and restnctive dichotomies of creation experienced by
mankind, and our dual inner impulses. Similarly, the interplay between
affirmative and n egative impulses propels the unfolding internal drama
of 'The Witch of Hebron'. The re the dream er's constraining tower finds
its counterpart in the witch ' s p sychic make-up , which re main-; largely
con s tant even though the persona's ou ter form cha nges a<; he
undergoes me tempsychosis. Both agent and victim, mankind 1s div1ded
against itself in these works. No longer the all-conquering hero, his
witch and dreamer are types of peccant, contemporary humanity which
must ultimately re ly on itself, rather than on Divine intervention, to
resolve dissension, shortcommgs and inner turmoil.
Comple menting this vision of the strife-torn human spirit are harsh
fulminations against our bloodthirsty proclivities in 'The Witch of
Hebron'. In this final work, the identification of mankind with fierce,
uncontrolled instinct is incessant. Murderous deeds are shown to
diminish our human stature continuou sly, and these make the witch's
reincarnation in the form of such predators as a grizzly lion and eagle
particularly appropriate. This bloodlust is further epitomized by
warfare, which 1s once again portrayed as a devilish insanity when
armies rush to 'sumless slaughter, with a madness such I As could have
issued only out of Hell' (p . 951). Harpur leaves u s in no d oubt as to the
extent of humanity's fall from original love a nd the 'sabbath concord of
the Universe' ('The Creek of Four Graves', p. 172). When stripped of all
e lse, his protagonist's last resource in his first life is 'a hatred of
mankind' ('The Witch of He bron', p. 937), and the satanic Sammael, in
a passage which recalls llarpur' s earlier poem on 'War', cred1ts
mankind with having sufficient ingenious and unbridled savagery to
challenge his own primacy in sin:
'but I must not let
The wickedness of men tran ~cend my own
Or work so far without tl, as might make
My mfluence doubted 111 the Courts of Hell!
Thts land throughout shall be a deluge soon
Of blood and fire, ttll Rum sta lk alone
A g nsly Spectre, m tis grass-grown marts!' (pp. 939-40)24

Again violence is seen to threa ten the race's eclip se, and men to be
ready tools in supporting the world-w1de sway of 'Some d read
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Intelligence opposed to Good' (' The Creek of Four Graves', p. 172). As
Harpur always stressed, evi l would be virtually powerless wi thout a
corresponding impulse within human beings, which must be overcome
by an internal rebirth of the kind celebrated by Word sworth, Blake and
the younger generation of Romantics . 2~
Harpur's complex and evolving literary response to war, then , spans
and links the he ritage of Romanticism with that of the colonial 1890s.
Espousing the vision of a peaceful, free society, in which all could enjoy
equal opportunities for unimped ed moral , spiritual and personal
developme nt, this early currency lad ideally rejected the use of arms as
antithetical to the Re publican conception of government based on
universal consent. Instead he affirmed the Romantic insistence on the
necessary progress of Truth, and projected man, in his last works, as
striving to liberate himself from the dread pattern of repeated failings
through the mastery of savage instinct and egotism, or in Blakean terms
through self-annihilation . 26 Later Australian writers were to echo
Harpur's sentiments when they called for 'one p eople, - mighty,
servin g God ', or threatene d to ' knock the tyra nts silly' in their stru ggle
for freedom in this 'garden full of promise'.27 But the dual strains of his
thought, with its emphasis alternately on politica l involvement and
individual regeneration, w ould usually reappear as separate or
polarized responses in the verse of such authors as Lawson and
Brennan. Moreover, among colonial writers, only Harpur traverses the
full Romantic paradigm which culminates in an internalized and
particularized resp onse to the reality of conflict, just as his writings go
furthe r toward s combining Byronic passion with Wordsworthian ' moral
depth' and ' the gorgeous ideality of She lley'. This, of course, is not to
suggest that this currency lad represented ' the perfect poet' of his own
whimsical d escription . But both his breadth of reference and his subject
underscore his own serious engagement with letters, which was shared
by his colonial peers. Thanks to their endeavours, the Old World
experience of warfare was thoroughly assimilated to a broad spectrum
of antipodean battles and d e bates in the space of a few decades, though
with this first successful phase of literary appropriation, the role of war
in shaping national identity and perceptions had only just begun .

NOTES
1. ' A War Song for the N ine teenth Century', in Elizabeth Perkins, ed., The
Poetical Works of Charles Harpur (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1984), pp. 78182. All furth er references are to this edition and are included in the text.
2. On its diverse receptio n see Hugh Honour, Neodassicism (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1977), pp. 71-72.
3. Subjects drawn from Britain's legendary past o r present greatness were equally
acceptable, while a committee was formed a t the turn of the century to organize
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a fitting monument to Nelson, who embodied virtuous discipline and selfsacnfice for the nahan.
4 I I Reed, ed., The Poet!C:al Works of Henry Kendall (Adelaide: Librane!> Board
of South Austraha, 1966), p 259 All further references are to th1s ed Jllon and
are mcluded m the text
5 The name denves from the penod of 1ts construction, when the bod1es of
guards killed by the pn~oner~ remamed concealed m the newly bu1lt uossmg
until a chance observer noticed where blood had seeped into the wet mortar.
6. Jan furner, 'The Social Setting', in The Literature of Australia, ed., Geoffrey
Dutton (Rmgwood: Penguin, 1964), p. 22. Compare Nietzsche's remark, The
basis of modern society is the rahonalizahon of cruelty.
7. Dav1d V Erdman, ed , The Poetry and Prose of William Blake (Garden City,
N Y Doubleday, 1970), p 481. All further references are to this edition and are
mcluded 111 the text.
8. For these developments see M.H Abrams, 'E:nghsh Romanticism: The Spint of
the Age', in Romanticism Reconsidered, ed ., Northrop Frye (New York:
Columb1a Umvers•ty Press, 1963), pp. 26-72; I Jarold Bloom, 'The lnternali.t:ation
of Quest-Romance', Yale Review, 68 (1969), rpt. in Romanticism and
Consciousness, ed., Harold Bloom (New York: Norton, 1970), pp. 3-24; and
more generally Carl Woodring, Politics in English Romantic Poetry (Cambridge,
Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1970).
9. Nor were these always from a male pen. See, for instance, Mary llannay
Foott's 'In Memoriam C. G Gordon' and 'Up North' , in Where the Pelican
Builds and Other Poem:, (Bnsbane. Gordon and Cotch, 1885).
10. Prose passages, unless reprmted elsewhere, are accompamed bv a MS
reference to the Harpur MS Colleclton held m th e M1tchell l.1brarv, Svdnev
11. Kendall, of cou rse, produced a w1de gamut of war-related works, rangmg from
approved wieldmg of th e sword of freedom against despotism and external
threat, through exotic portrayals of warrior prowess as integral to the native
way of life, to the conception of bloodshed as part of an informing order, as
when Kendall equates Attila' s sacking of Rome with 'God's avengmg fires',
carried out, for 'shame I And ... sms beyond a name'('Attila', in Reeded ., op .
cit., p .113). My discussion here focuses on h1s most anginal use of inhented
matter
12. On the relahonsh1p of these works to Kendall's detenoratmg circumstances see
chapters five and s1x of Michael Ackland, Henry l<enda/l· The Man and the
Myths (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1995).
13. 'Podas Okus', F.M. Robb, ed., Poems of Adam Lindsay Gordon (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1929), pp. 2-3. All further references are to this edition
and are included in the text.
14. For further discussion of these ideas in his work see Michael Ackland, 'Charles
Harpur' s Republicanism', Westerly, 29, 3 (1984), pp. 75-88.
15. See Michael Ackland, 'God's Sublime Order in I Iarpur's "The Creek of the
Four Graves"', Australian Literary Studies, 9, 2 (1984), pp. 355-370, for more
detailed exammation of these concepts and the1r overall function 111 the poem
16. lhesc issues receive detailed treatment 111 Michael Ackland, 'Innocence at R1sk :
Charles llarpur' s Adaptation of a Romantic Archetype to the Australian
Landscape', A UMLA, 70, 3 (1988), pp. 239-259.
17. for the sake of succmctncss, some of llarpur's comments have been rearranged in this e numeration of themes, but w1thout distorting his general
meaning
18 Blake's best known annunc1ahon of th1s pr111Ciple comes in the final stanza of
the prefatory poem to M1lton '1 will no t cease from Mental Fight, I Nor shall
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my Sword sleep in my hand', p. 95; and see David V. Erdman, Blake: Prophet
Agamst Empire (New York: Doubleday, 1969) for a subversive reading of the
artist's pamhngs 'The Spmtual I~o rm of Nelson gu1dmg Lev1athan' and ' The
Spmtual Form of P1tt gu1dmg Behemoth', pp 446-53
19 Somethmg of Harpur's mood at the beg111n111g of the decade can be gauged
from the facts that in 1849 he named his new-born son Washmgton , and that
he partiCipated as an active lobbyist agamst the re-introduction of transportation
111 New South Wales. The immediate cause of constitutional discussion was the
granting of a Legislative Council to New South Wales, following its formal
separahon from Victona m 18'>0
20. For pmpomt111g these changes I am 111debted to chapters n111e and ten of J
Norm111gton~Rawhng,
Charles 1/arpur, an Au!>tralian (Sydney Angul> &
Robertson, 1962), while the poem 'A War Song for the N111eteenth Century',
together with 1ts accompanymg note, is rcpnnted and discussed in Elizabeth
Perkins, ' Rhetonc and the Man: Charles llarpur and the call to armed
rebellion', !he Age Monthly Rewew, 6, 5 (1986), pp. 14-17
21 Charles Harpur, an Australian, p . 204. He contmues, 'New South Wales wa~
leav111g behmd the earher penod's radicahsm, as politic1ans hke Parkes were
slough111g the1r worn-out sk111s and preparing to play the parliamentary game.
Men like Den1ehy who could not compromise were cast aside, with politics
declining at the time of I Iarpur's death into a quiet simmering - a patient
gestation', pp. 204-5.
22. The accusations are made m a letter to Kendall of 7 July 1866, La Trobe Library
MS. 5100-2, reprinted in Michael Ackland, ed., Charles flarpur: Selected Poetry
and Prose (Ringwood: Penguin, 1986), p. 165. 'A sham age' and related
comments appear in 'Charles llarpur - I lis Own Epitaph', reprinted in
Ackland, ed., Charles llarpur: Selected Poetry ,1J1d Prose, p . 9.
23 lhb was already underway by the mid-1860s, as is testified to by 'The Witch of
I Iebron', and ~as further ~trengthened by later even ts, such as the loss of h1~
post as a Gold CommiSSIOner
24 lh1s constellation of ideas, whJLh stresses the brutish and even satanic aspectl>
of human warfare, was alreadv 111 I larpur's mmd when he worked on h1s 'War
Song for the Nineteenth Century', as emerges in a supplementary note entitled
'Military lleroes and War', reprinted in Perkins, ' Rhetoric and the Man', p. 17 .
25. ror more detailed treatment of these works and their relationship to their
author's life-long preoccupations see chapter four of M•chael Ackland, lhat
Shmmg Band A Study of Coloma/ Verse I radition (St l.uc1a Umvers1ty of
Queensland Presl>, 1994)
26. Th1s is expcncnced by each of llarpur's final protagonists fhe dreamer, after
bemg locked 1n c1 dungeon, undergoes a verston of the dark night of the soul,
while the witch, after concluding a second Faustian pact with the devil, is
convinced that she is utterly worthless and irredeemable.
27. These hnes appear respectively in William Gay, ' Australian Federation' and
Henry Lawson, 'Freedom on the Wallaby', reprinted in Leon Cantrell, ed ., The
1890s: Stories, Verse and Essays (St. Lucia: Queensland Umversity Press, 1977),
pp. 122, 109.

